This 
He would sit or lie in a stupor at the mouth of the cave, too tired to move or perhaps too lackadaisical. There were whole afternoons he slept through. He wondered if he were living in what was known as bliss. 1 Moving across terminologies of mental disorder, apathy, alienation and finally ecstasy, casting Michael K's inertia as alternately shortcoming, repose and revelation, this moment of cave-side contemplation encapsulates something of the range of significances attached to idleness, to repose, and to contemplation within J. M. Coetzee's Life & Times of Michael K (1983). On first observation, that 'bliss' might reside in the complete absence of occupation, or in an indulgence in a problematic 'stupor', would seem to degrade that state to simply a withdrawal from the scene of labour and responsibility. Bliss would then be the temporary absence of societal bonds, or the giving in to one's inherent flaws. And yet, on further
consideration, that what appears to be the dull 'stupor' of a vacant mind, or the plain and pervasive apathy of one comprehensively alienated from his labours, might in fact conceal realms of exultant bliss, renders this moment potentially transcendent, perhaps even a wholesale challenge to societal priorities. Blank inertia, viewed from within, may in fact represent a style of being denied to social, labouring man.
This essay is concerned with the resonances of idleness, and with the styles of thought equated with pervasive repose, in Coetzee's Life & Times of Michael K. In order to explore this territory, it will bring two contexts to bear on Coetzee's novel. The first of these is the European settling of South Africa's Cape peninsula as it is described in the first essay in Coetzee's White Writing, on 'Idleness in South Africa', which was first published just a year before Michael K in 1982. 2 The second is Samuel Taylor Coleridge's 'Eolian Harp' (1795), a poem alluded to by Coetzee in the 'Idleness' essay as well as in Youth (2002) , his second semi-fictional autobiography. I will begin by outlining these contexts and their exploration of the idea of idleness, before demonstrating the manner in which their concerns lie at the very heart of Michael K. In this way I will contend that in both form and content the novel restages the problem of the idle contemplator's opacity that Coetzee identifies and examines in White Writing. In order to begin this exposition, then, and to see what is at stake in any portrait of idleness, we must turn first to Coetzee's account of the history of European writing in South Africa.
White Writing, Coetzee's 1988 collection of essays 'on the culture of letters in South Africa', begins by sketching out a historical chain of events taking place on South Africa's Cape peninsula that is highly significant for the present analysis. From 1652 to the mid-nineteenth century, a series of European encounters with the Cape's native inhabitants lead to the latter's classification as barely human, as having more in common with 'cattle' or 'turkey-cocks'
than with their observers. 3 The unifying features of this series of analyses over the course of two centuries are the natives' persistent and all-consuming 'idleness', and what Coetzee terms the 'anthropological scandal' that ensues:
despite the fact that nothing remoter or more different from European Man can be imagined than the Hottentot, the Hottentot, on closer inspection, turns out to yield an extremely impoverished set of differences to inscribe in the table of categories. Where he ought to be generating data for the categories, he is merely lying about. Where he ought to have Religion, there is a virtual blank.
(pp. If humanity is located in European Man's activity -here cast as both religious and economic -then the Cape's native communities completely fail to register on this scale.
The Nama here are thus a 'blank' rather than an alternative human community, their lives
simply not corresponding to the attributes and values cherished by their observers.
Stylistically, it is worth noting that Coetzee locates the cause of this scandal in the blindness of the European settlers, rather than in the reality of Nama life. His use of the outdated and racially derogatory term 'Hottentot' as opposed to the more modern 'Nama' takes care of this, rendering the European settlers' inability to comprehend the encounter of a piece with the racist ideologies of colonialism.
Using travellers' and settlers' writing from these centuries in a similarly ironic vein, in order to observe the intellectual positions such figures never take up and the questions they Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776) considers human life to be characterized entirely by its labours and by its intense levels of activity and productivity.
From this perspective, manifestations of prolonged idleness such as those among the Nama -and Smith's work makes reference to the settling of the Cape as well as to contemporary anthropological evidence from all around the world -expose the 'barbarity' of the communities concerned. So Smith considers idleness to stem simply from the 'want of a sufficient encouragement to industry', and the Cape to have been 'inhabited by a race of people almost as barbarous and quite as incapable of defending themselves as the natives of America'.
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The term 'barbarous' here performs the same role as the blankness and bestiality reported in White Writing. It signals an almost complete absence of those qualities that make up 'humanity'.
As I have demonstrated elsewhere, however, the publication of the Wealth of Nations, with its celebration of labour and its wholesale denigration of idleness, in fact leads to a flowering of literature and philosophy concerned with examining the intricacies and possibilities of idleness in terms that challenge both Smith's assumptions and conclusions. Tired out, one Sunday afternoon, he folds his jacket into a pillow, stretches out on the greensward, and sinks into a sleep or half-sleep in which consciousness does not vanish but continues to hover. It is a state he has not known before: in his very blood he seems to feel the steady wheeling of the earth. The faraway cries of children, the birdsong, the whirr of insects gather force and come together in a paean of joy. His heart swells. At last! he thinks. At last it has come, the moment of ecstatic unity with the All! Fearful that the moment will slip away, he tries to put a halt to the clatter of thought, tries simply to be a conduit for the great universal force that has no name.
It lasts no more than seconds in clock time, this signal event. But when he gets up and dusts off his jacket, he is refreshed, renewed. Technical University' and the 'special-field' course he offers in 'the Romantic poets'. 10 And
The Childhood of Jesus (2014) might also be said to depict a kind of blank inertia in its repeated depiction of David eerily calmed by Inés's embrace. 11 These episodes and ideas are certainly germane to the concerns of this essay. 12 The present focus on Michael K, however, is motivated by Coetzee's more sustained exploration of idleness and inertia in that novel, and by the extent to which it fundamentally complicates and challenges the Coleridgean motif of passive receptivity. Michael K, as we shall see, puts pervasive idleness and its attendant blankness at the heart of its concerns, and uses this category as an emblem of a much darker notion of sociability than that espoused by Elizabeth Costello. Let us begin by looking at the form of the novel, and specifically at Derek Attridge's insightful analysis of the narrative logic at work in those parts of Michael K that describe
Michael's thoughts. Attridge observes that
[t]he language in these accounts is not necessarily that which K would use in articulating his thoughts-indeed, we often suspect that what are represented as 'thoughts' scarcely exist in an articulated form. We frequently encounter sentences that begin as statements about K's mental world but which carry on in language that hardly seems his. 13 The accuracy of this analysis means that there are countless examples of this phenomenon in the novel. The most pertinent for a consideration of the novel's handling of idleness is to be found in the passages that describe Michael's second residence on the Visagie farm, that period during which the protagonist's contemplative life takes centre stage in the novel. The following, for instance, encapsulates the style of thought associated with Michael's rural idleness:
But most of all, as summer slanted to an end, he was learning to love idleness, idleness no longer as stretches of freedom reclaimed by stealth here and there from involuntary labour, surreptitious thefts to be enjoyed sitting on his heels before a flowerbed with the fork dangling from his fingers, but as a yielding up of himself to time, to a time flowing slowly like oil from horizon to horizon over the face of the world, washing over his body [ But in the context of Coetzee's 'Idleness' essay, it is striking that this narrator's activities appear in a rather different light. We saw how the opacity of Nama idleness led
Coetzee to imaginatively open up that community's intellectual life, to speak for and ventriloquize the thoughts of those who were mute and 'blank' to their European observers.
And we also observed the manner in which that act of ventriloquism operated in Coleridgean as well as Biblical terms, as a fantasy of blissful repose. But the very existence of these Biblical and Coleridgean discursive frameworks in Coetzee's analysis signals that the potential thoughts he attributes to the Nama can only act as a kind of imaginative imposition.
That such discourses must stand at a considerable distance from any Nama frame of reference locates Coetzee as commentator very much on the side of the European settlers in the meeting of these two communities. The reality of Nama intellectual life is as invisible to
Coetzee as it is to the settlers who considered that life a 'blank'. feature of all human existence, no matter how often its narrator strives to make it do so.
Michael's idle thought should thus be classified as a species of contemplation without any need for reverie. It is an engagement with objects that does not strive to understand the whole of human life by analogy, that does not arrogate to itself the status of emblem, or exemplar, of a correct or pure mode of being.
These passages describing Michael's idle, contemplative life at the Visagie farm thus point towards two separate narrative currents at work in the Michael K's first, and longest, section.
On the one hand there is the matter-of-fact reportage that depicts Michael's actions in straight-forward terms. The novel begins firmly in this mode, for instance. On the other, there is the reverie-infused poetic extrapolation that gradually becomes more prevalent. The second of these currents holds a key function in the novel, of drawing out the implications of what is being depicted, of interpreting the action in the light of a set of concerns that Michael himself does not have easy access to. But this second current is also problematic in that it undermines certain aspects of the first current, as we have seen in the above example. Much like Coetzee's role in his 'Idleness' essay, the novel's narrator ends up imposing a set of concerns onto the action being described that obscures something important about that action.
To identify this discrepancy in Michael K, and to see the novel following the logic of Coetzee's 'Idleness' essay, also offers a chance to challenge Mike Marais' reading of the text that was briefly alluded to above. In his essay 'Literature and the Labour of Negation', Marais draws attention to the 'structural change' that takes place in Michael's 'commerce with the land' during the course of the novel, and to the attendant 'change' in the protagonist's 'consciousness'. On Michael's first sojourn on the Visagie farm, for instance, his acts of taking up residence in the farmhouse and of killing a goat out of hunger signal a conventional 'subject-centred consciousness', one that experiences the world by the 'labour of negation':
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[The farmhouse] serves as a complex symbol of settlement, ownership and mastery which implies, inter alia, that the relation between subject and place that is depicted in its occupation by K is not autochthonous but located within the history of the development of controlled, commodified property in Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries -a development which, in its turn, was linked to the emergence at this time, in Europe, of an increasingly autonomous subject which sought to dominate nature. Though he looks like an old man, he claims to be only thirty-two. Perhaps it is the truth. He comes from the Cape and knows the racecourse from days when it was still a racecourse. It amused him to hear that this used to be the jockeys' dressing room.
(p. 130)
-with the more abstract, fanciful and impassioned concerns of this later one:
You are like a stick insect, Michaels, whose sole defence against a universe of predators is its bizarre shape. You are like a stick insect that has landed, God knows how, in the middle of a great wide flat bare concrete plain. You raise your slow fragile stick-legs one at a time, you inch about looking for something to merge with, and there is nothing. narrators is consequently that both strive to gradually move towards a closer focus, and a higher level of insight, into the novel's protagonist. The first section's climax is thus the summer idleness passage we considered above, the passage that offered its narrator's ethical extrapolation of Michael's second consciousness alongside the protagonist's starker, blanker, and more isolated mode of contemplation. This stick insect passage from the medical officer's narrative thus functions in the same manner as the first narrator's 'oil' stretching from 'horizon to horizon'. And thirdly, therefore, as we have seen, both narrators in fact fail to access, or to pin down, the essential features of Michael, despite their opinions to the contrary.
The medical officer is thus used by Coetzee to draw even out more dramatically the pattern of representation we have already observed in the novel's first section. It is therefore by no means a surprise that the medical officer also takes up Coetzee's own role from the 'Idleness' essay. We saw, for instance, Coetzee characterize Nama life in that piece as beneath European classification. We also observed the manner in which his own engagement with the questions undreamt by European settlers allowed him to tentatively position native life as above such classification. The medical officer replicates this intellectual manoeuvre so exactly, that the following passage can only be read as an allusion to the 'Idleness' essay.
Again, however, because this passage must occur towards the end of the novel's second section for the logic we have identified to remain intact, it must also take place in the impassioned tone that acts as a kind of shorthand for its speaker's lack of purchase over There is of course a key racial component to the acts of problematic interpretation that the novel and the 'Idleness' essay dramatize. Michael's race is not clearly defined by the novel; and even moments that seem to hint at such definition are brief and undeveloped.
Early in the narrative, for example, Michael is classified in almost incidental fashion as 'CM'
(p. 70), presumably referring to him as coloured male, though this is never confirmed.
Despite this pervasive ambiguity, however, there several ways in which the novel casts its action as Michael throwing off the features of European life and moving towards a mode of being that seems more autochthonous. Take, for example, the following extract from
Michael's cave-side thoughts:
When he thought of Wynberg Park he thought of an earth more vegetal than mineral, composed of last year's rotted leaves and the year before's and so on back till the beginning of time, an earth so soft that one could dig and never come to the end of the softness The novel ultimately dramatizes the same impenetrability of idleness that Coetzee records in White Writing's idleness essay, at the same time that it briefly and tentatively allows for the possibility that such idleness may indeed conceal realms of exultant bliss. The idea of the 'noble savage' haunts this text, therefore. Radical alterity is broached by the novel, but at the same time it is constantly positioned as a thorough fantasy on the part of the narrator in question, who is always cast as a representative of society's preoccupations and tensions.
